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UNIVERSITY PLANS FOR FULLY
ACCREDITED PHYSICAL THERAPY PROGRAM
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by Cary E. Holmquist
UM Information Services
MISSOULA-For about 90 students at the University of Montana, college education means
learning to restore the function of another person's limbs and to prevent disability
after disease or accident.

These students are involved in the Pre-Physical Therapy

Program at UM--and theirs is a vital interest in returning a patient to his normal
activities by retraining the affected parts of his body.
The program, in operation since 1947, has lacked one element that would make it
complete, which is a professional clinical curriculum that would allow UM graduates
to receive certification.
Now, however, action has been taken to make the UM physical therapy program
complete.

In May 1978 the Montana Board of Regents of Higher Education approved a

proposal from the physical therapy faculty and the School of Pharmacy and Allied
Health Sciences to set up a fully accredited professional program at UM.

In order

to fund the new program the regents have asked the 1979 Montana Legislature for monies
formerly allocated to the Western Interstate Commission for High Education (WICHE)
which have paid the out-of-state tuitions for Montana students who attend certain
out-of-state schools to complete their physical therapy education.

If approved,

the professional portion of the program would begin with a junior-level class in
fall 1979.
The money, about $27,000 annually, would go to fund an additional faculty
position and to purchase equipment.

The professional portion of the program would

accomnodate about 30 students by the 1980-81 year.
-more-
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According to Prof. Vincent Wilson, director of the UM physical therapy program,
junior and senior students presently gain clinical experience through services to UM
students and through affiliation with hospitals and centers in Missoula, Boulder,
Bi 11 ings, Butte, Great Falls and Spokane, Wash.

Under faculty supervision on the

UM campus, these upper classmen give over 690 treatments a year to students free of
charge.

Each treatment, which usually lasts 50 minutes, would cost over $15 in a

hospital.
Wilson explained that the experience on the UM campus and in the hospitals is
"excellent exposure for our students to learn how to work with patients and treat
actual cases."

Under the new accredited program, such experience would count towards

the students' professional clinical requirements.

About 10 new courses will be

added to the curriculum spring quarter of the senior year and students would attend
an eight-week summer session after to concentrate on clinical aspects.
Admission to the professional physical therapy program at UM will be competitive,
Wilson said.

He indicated that special consideration will be given to in-state applicants.

As yet, a specific grade-point requirement has not been set.
Wilson noted that the job demand for physical therapists is high in Montana and
nationwide,

especially with recent federal legislation which requires education and

facilities for handicapped children in public schools.

He said most schools will

need a part-time consultant or full-time therapist for the children.
According to recent American Physical Therapy Association estimates, the average
salaries for physical therapists are from $15,000-$18,000 annually for full-time
positions, and private practioners may make from $35,000-$50,000 a year.
Wilson said that fully accredited program in Montana would meet part of the
state's demand.

He added that the demand is not new and that plans for the full

physical therapy program have been contemplated for several years.

In addition to

his own work, Wilson also attributes much of the planning for the program to Richard
Gajdosik, a UM physical therapy instructor, Nora Staael, a UM physical therapy
-more-
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instructor from 1968-75, and to Philip Catalfomo, dean of the UM pharmacy school.
The present physical therapy teaching complex at UM is prepared for the professional
program except for a few pieces of equipment, Wilson said.

The facility includes

ramps for wheelchairs and crutches, a classroom, a physical therapy laboratory,
rehabilitation area, exercise area (equipped with mirrors so the patients can watch their
progress), treatment booths, hydrotherapy, a library, a construction/repair area
and offices.

Wilson remarked that several top U.S. physical therapists have praised

the UM facility as one of the better teaching facilities in the country.
In the program students learn to improve blood circulation, strengthen muscles
and encourage the return of motion in limbs by the use of the therapeutic properties
of exercise, heat, cold, electricity, ultraviolet light and message.
UM faculty and administrators are optimistic that the Legislature will approve
funding for the new program.

Wilson, who has worked toward the program for more than

a decade, said, with excitement in his voice, "After the Legislature does its part
we can get on with the real business of teaching the students and getting them out
there where they're needed."
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